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ABStract: The Hebrew Bible may give the impression that there was a clearly definable area called Geshur. The Biblical view is often adopted in scholarly literature. The kingdom of Geshur plays a role in the reconstruction of the political situation during the early monarchic period, especially during the reign of King David. 
However, historical sources for Geshur are shaky. These Biblical traditions may contain an early core that may even preserve an ancient memory of Geshur, but their historical value is much smaller than what scholarly discussion would implicate. They do not justify many of the views found in scholarly discussion. Scholarship has also sought to corroborate the Biblical traditions with two external sources but the evidence is very problematic, and, in the worst case, its use is reminiscent of Biblicism, where the main function of external sources is to corroborate Biblical texts.

Introduction
There are several references to Geshur and the Geshurites in the Hebrew Bible. These references can be found in the books of Deuteronomy, Joshua, 1-2 Samuel and 1 Chronicles. Reading them together, one may come away with the impression that there was a clearly definable area called Geshur, inhabited by Geshurites and ruled by a king. The Biblical view is often adopted in scholarly literature. The kingdom of Geshur plays a role in the reconstruction of the political situation during the early monarchic period, especially during the reign of King David, but also beyond. The existence of such a kingdom is often taken for granted in histories of Israel and studies of Israel’s early history. A clearly definable area of Geshur is found in many Bible atlases and other scholarly publications. Some scholars even build on the Biblical information and reconstruct a development of such a kingdom later in monarchic times, when there is no reference to it in the Hebrew Bible.​[2]​
However, historical sources for Geshur are shaky. The Hebrew Bible contains only very weak and short traditions about Geshur. These traditions may contain an early core that may even preserve an ancient memory of a region called Geshur, but their historical value is much smaller than scholarly discussions imply. They do not justify many of the views found in scholarly discussion. Scholarship has also sought to corroborate the Biblical traditions with two external sources but the evidence is very problematic, and, in the worst case, its use is reminiscent of Biblicism, where the main function of external sources is to corroborate Biblical texts.
What Do We Have in the Hebrew Bible?
The Hebrew Bible has preserved two independent traditions about Geshur, both of which may have an early core and therefore preserve historical information from an early period. However, both traditions contain only very little information and are also very difficult to date.
Firstly, 2 Samuel contains several references to the king of Geshur. These references are always connected to Absalom, the son of King David and his wife Maacah. Maacah is said to have been the daughter of Talmai, the king of Geshur, who, according to 2 Sam 13,37, was the son of Ammihur/Ammihud. In other words, Absalom is said to be the son of a Geshurite princess. After killing Amnon, Absalom had to flee David’s court and go into exile in Geshur where he stayed for three years (2 Sam 13,30-39). It is logical that he would have fled to the court of his mother’s family. Without discussing the historical value of 2 Samuel for the history of the early 10th century bce, it seems evident that the author or authors of 2 Samuel were aware of a tradition, according to which Absalom was closely connected with Geshur and that his mother was a Geshurite princess. In fact, all the references to Geshur in these texts can be traced to a tradition connecting Absalom with the royal house of Geshur. Geshur is not mentioned in any other connection in these texts.
Except for the three personal names, the Absalom-tradition of Geshur, as it may be called, reveals very little about Geshur. It does suggest that Geshur was assumed to have been a kingdom, but it is not specified whether a small kingdom of one city-state or a kingdom consisting of a larger area was meant. The Hebrew Bible commonly calls rulers of one city-state kings, and therefore both interpretations are in principle possible. The second tradition or the Golan tradition as it may be called (see below), which is preserved in the books of Deuteronomy and Joshua, suggests that an area rather than a city was meant, but the Absalom-tradition alone is open to both interpretations. It contains only one reference to the location of Geshur. According to 2 Sam 15,8, Geshur was located in Aram (גְּשׁוּר בַּאֲרָם). Further indications about the location of Geshur are found only in the Golan tradition. 
The personal names of the Geshurite royal family have occasioned some scholarly discussion, but they do not provide much information. Maacah (מַעֲכָה), Absalom’s mother, and Ammihud (qere: עַמִּיהוּד), his grandfather, are both Semitic names.​[3]​ Some scholars have suggested that the ketiv-form Ammihur (עַמִּיחוּר) may be original and that this name may be of Hurrian origin (2 Sam 13,37),​[4]​ but others have argued that the qere-form Ammihud is original.​[5]​ Ammihur is otherwise unattested, while Ammihud is found several times in the Hebrew Bible and is evidently Semitic in origin, meaning-my uncle is power(ful)” or my “uncle is majestic”.​[6]​ In other words, we have a conjectural and contested Hurrian origin of the ketiv Ammihur in comparison with a known and meaningful​[7]​ Semitic name. The weight of the evidence seems to favor the qere-form Ammihud over the ketiv Ammihur. 
Only the Hurrian origin of the name Talmai is uncontested, and the name probably comes from the Hurrian adjective meaning ‘great’. Different forms of the name are found at Nuzi, Alalakh and Ugarit.​[8]​ That Talmai is a Hurrian name may suggest some Hurrian background of the dynasty of Geshur, but it remains an isolated piece of information. It is, however, consistent with the Late Bronze Age onomasticon from the region. The names are largely Semitic, but occasionally Hurrian names are encountered.​[9]​ There is not enough information to speak of any Hurrian dynasty of Geshur. 
The Golan tradition connects Geshur with the approximate area of the Golan, but it is difficult to be more specific because no cities are mentioned. This tradition is met in the books of Deuteronomy and Joshua, in passages where, in connection with the conquest of the land, the borders and neighbors of Israel are described. Since Deut 3,14 may be dependent on Jos 12,5,​[10]​ the origin of the Golan tradition is possibly in Jos 12-13. The localization of Geshur on the basis of the Golan tradition remains very general and is based on the implied proximity of Geshur to Bashan, Gilead and Hermon, areas that can also be determined only very generally. The authors of this tradition further connect Geshur with an area called Maacah and the Maacahites, which are often assumed to be located in the northeastern Huleh Valley and the northern Golan.​[11]​ Because the descriptions remain very general, the impression is that the authors did not have very specific information about the exact location of Geshur and the Geshurites. We may be talking about a tradition of a long disappeared nation, a faint memory of which was still preserved and which was therefore included in the stories about Israel’s early history. 
There is no apparent connection between the two traditions. Phraseological links are missing as well as connecting details. This increases the credibility of both traditions, especially since both of them connect Geshur with the area northeast of Palestine, the Absalom tradition with Aram and the Golan tradition with the Golan. There is no reason to assume that the reference to Geshur in Aram is connected to the descriptions in Jos 12-13 and therefore it is probable that both traditions independently linked Geshur with the general area northeast of the Sea of Galilee. Consequently, the Hebrew Bible contains at least two different traditions about Geshur, and, because of the shared information, it is unlikely that either of the traditions was a complete invention by the author.​[12]​
1 Sam 27,8 confuses the picture given by the Golan tradition. David is said to have attacked, among other nations, the Geshurites. The locations and nations mentioned in the passage imply that the Geshurites lived in the south, close to the Negev, Philistia and Egypt. It is difficult to determine whether this passage contains any ancient information, but one should not exclude the possibility that it is dependent on Jos 13,2, which lists the Philistines and the Geshurites as nations that remained in the land after the Israelites had conquered it. Without any knowledge about the original location of the Geshurites, a later author could then, on the basis of their connection with the Philistines, have placed the Geshurites close to Philistia. In any case, not much historical weight should be put on this single passage because it contradicts the two more widespread and consistent traditions. Suggestions that there was a southern enclave of Geshurites or a tribe of Geshurites that had emigrated to the south from the Golan are pure speculation.​[13]​ A misunderstanding by a later author is more probable. 1 Sam 27,8 may thus indicate that later Biblical authors did not know where Geshur should be located.  
Besides 1 Chr 3,2, which is dependent on 2 Sam 3,3, the Hebrew Bible contains only one further verse that refers to Geshur, 1 Chr 2,23. This verse connects Geshur with Aram, and, by referring to Havvoth-Jair and Kenath, also corroborates the connection of Geshur with Gilead and Bashan. Havvoth-Jair (or the towns of Jair) is said to be in Bashan (e.g., Deut 3,13-14; Jos 13,30), whereas Kenath is often identified with Qanawat in the Hauran.​[14]​ Nevertheless, 1 Chr 2,23 may not preserve an independent tradition, because it is possible to deduce all its information from Deut 3 and Jos 12-13. In many cases the Book of Chronicles gathers its information mainly from other Biblical books.
All in all, the Biblical texts that refer to Geshur and the Geshurites contain very little information. Even if one were to assume that these texts preserve historically reliable information about the early monarchic period, not much could be said about Geshur. Any specific assumptions would be speculative and go beyond what the texts actually say. At most, it is possible to assume on their basis that Geshur and the Geshurites may have existed somewhere in or close to Golan and that this region could have formed a political unit called Geshur, ruled by a king. To provide a more definite date or extent of the possible political unit would be speculative. With basically the entire early monarchic period being under heavy debate, it is doubtful that the Biblical references could be used for any meaningful historical reconstruction of Geshur.
External evidence
Without the Biblical references, it would not be possible to come up with the idea that there was a kingdom of Geshur or that there was a people called the Geshurites. Outside the Hebrew Bible, neither the people nor the area is mentioned in known ancient sources. Nevertheless, two texts written in Akkadian have been presented as extra-Biblical evidence for the existence of Geshur: 1) Letter 256 of the Amarna correspondence dated to the 14th century bce and 2) An inscription of the Assyrian king Shalmaneser that describes his military campaign in Syria in his 21st year, dated to ca. 838 bce.
Amarna Letter 256
Letter 256​[15]​ of the Amarna correspondence refers to the land of Garu (māt ga-ri). Many scholars have suggested that Garu should be identified with the Biblical Geshur​[16]​ or that it is even a misspelling for Ga-šu-ru due to the accidental omission of one syllable.​[17]​ If this suggestion is accepted, the Biblical references to Geshur would find support in the Amarna correspondence. 
In this letter, Mut-Bahlu, the king of Pihilu writes to Yanhamu, who was probably the governor or representative of the Egyptian Pharaoh in Palestine, that all the cities of Garu had become hostile (nakāru) to Pihilu and Aštartu, which were small kingdoms more or less politically dependent on the Egyptians. The text implies that Garu bordered these kingdoms or was close to them. Although the letter refers to all (gabbu) cities of Garu, it is probable that only the main cities are listed: Udumu, Aduru, Araru, Meštu/Mešqu, Magdalu, Heni-anabi and Zarqu. The text additionally mentions Hayyunu and Yabiluma as being captured (sabtat), but it is not clear whether these were cities of Aštartu or Pihilu that were captured by Garu or cities of Garu that had been (re)captured by Aštartu or Pihilu. 
Apart from Aštartu (Tell Ashtara) or Pihilu (Khirbet Fahl), none of the cities mentioned in the letter can be identified with any certainty. The main, and in many cases only, possibility to identify ancient sites has been the possible preservation of the ancient names into Arabic place names. In many cases, ancient names have been preserved surprisingly well for millennia, despite changed languages, states and peoples, but considerable uncertainties remain.​[18]​ It is important that a theory is able to provide at least a plausible explanation for how the ancient name developed into its Arabic form. As noted by Elitzur, without linguistic discipline “scholars are sometimes able to justify any historical theory on the basis of place names.”​[19]​ In addition to the development of the place name, the argument must be supplemented by archaeological evidence. According to Aharoni, “any site proposed for a historical identification must also be suitable archaeologically … Its periods of occupation as determined by survey or excavation must conform to the settlement’s appearance in the written sources.” The location and size of the proposed site should also correspond to what historical sources imply about the settlement.​[20]​
Perhaps the strongest identification is that of Zarqu with Tell el-Fuhhār, which lies only 200-300 meters from Tell ez-Zeraqōn, on the other side of Wadi esh-Shellale in northern Jordan. Because of the close proximity of the sites, they may have shared the name. Tell ez-Zeraqōn was not inhabited in the 14th century bce, the time of the Amarna correspondence, while Tell el-Fuhhār was. In the Late Bronze Age the habitation seems to have shifted to the other side of the Wadi. Jens Kamlah has argued that Tell ez-Zeraqōn has preserved the ancient name of the site(s), Zarqu. The identification of Zarqu with Tell el-Fuhhār is suggested by the fact that the word Zeraqon is meaningless in Arabic, implying a pre-Arabic history of the name,​[21]​ whereas Tell el-Fuhhār means “the pottery mound,” a very typical late name for an ancient site.​[22]​ The additional -n/-ōn, as in Zeraqōn in comparison with Zarqu, is a common addition to toponyms.​[23]​ Tell el-Fuhhār is located ca. 20 km southwest of Aštartu towards Pihilu and would therefore fit well with the description of the events in the Amarna letter. In other words, the linguistic development, archaeological data and Amarna letter all would seem to support the identification.
Another possible identification is that of Aduru as Tell Der‘a (modern Der‘a, Roman Adraene) in Southern Syria, commonly assumed to be Biblical Edrei (e.g., Num 21,33; Deut 3,1).​[24]​ Although the site has not been excavated, it has been a major town since at least  Roman times, but based on pottery collected by Albright, probably also earlier. His brief investigations of the pre-Roman strata revealed pottery from “all periods.”​[25]​ Although uncertainties clearly remain, the site may have been notable during the time in question. Moreover, the Hebrew Bible often mentions Edrei in connection with Aštarot (or Aštartu ‒ Tell Ashtara), located only 20 km north of Tell Der‘a (see Deut 1,4; Jos 12,4; 13,12, 31). Since it is also only 15 km east of Tell el-Fuhhār, Tell Der‘a as Aduru would also fit well with the Amarna letter. However, the phonological connection is not clear. The main problem is the middle u in Aduru in comparison with all the other known forms of the city’s name, where the u is missing. Consequently, the identification can only be very tentative.
The identification of Aduru with Tell Abu Mdawwar​[26]​ in Nahal Samakh is speculative. It is based on the similarity between the words, but since the Arabic name is perfectly understandable (meaning “something that is round” or “round one”), it is probably a name of Arabic origin. Note that the name also contains the word Abu, which further indicates that we are dealing with an originally Arabic name.  There is no reason to assume that it preserves an ancient, pre-Arabic name. Moreover, since no Late Bronze Age pottery was found at this small hilltop site by the survey of the Golan by Claire Epstein and Shmaryahu Gutman,​[27]​ the identification seems to be unfounded. 
Benjamin Mazar has suggested that Aduru may be ed-Dūra.​[28]​ The word ed-Dūra is unclear but, like Abu Mdawwar, may come from the root دور and refer to “something that is turning (round)” or is round. On the other hand, the development of the word ed-Dūra from Aduru is possible. The survey of the Golan found only Early Bronze Age, Hellenistic, Roman and Byzantine pottery on the surface of the site,​[29]​ but a later survey by Golani found LB pottery as well.​[30]​ The main problem with the identification is that ed-Dūra is located only 9 km east of Hazor, in the immediate area of interest and influence of this major city. In comparison, ed-Dūra is located 60 km from Pihilu and 40 km from Aštartu.  If Aduru is ed-Dūra, one would expect that Hazor was involved in the events described in the letter. Since only Pihilu and Aštartu are mentioned, while Hazor is not, it is improbable that ed-Dūra is Aduru. 
Yabiluma has been identified with Tell Abil (Quwayliba, Roman Abila) in northern Jordan,​[31]​ but the excavations have not provided evidence for pre-Hellenistic habitation. However, a surface survey conducted in 1980 indicated that early habitation extended only till 1500 bce, and, after a gap of more than a millennium, continued only in the Hellenistic period,​[32]​ which suggests that Tell Abil cannot be Yabiluma.
Another possibility would be to connect Yabiluma with Tell Abil el-Qamh in northern Israel,​[33]​ often assumed to be Biblical Abel-Beth-Maacah.​[34]​ Although a major site in the LB period, the connection is burdened by the long distance from the identifiable sites Aštartu and Pihilu as well as from Zarqu. Tell Abil el-Qamh is located 65 km northwest of Aštartu and almost 100 km north of Pihilu (see map 1). Because of the rough terrain in the Golan, the distance from Aštartu is in practice much longer. Moreover, the city of Hazor also lies between Tell Abil el-Qamh and Aštartu and Pihilu. Hazor being the most powerful city in LB Palestine, one would expect its involvement if Tell Abil el-Qamh was one of the cities mentioned in the letter. Tell Abil el-Qamh is located only 26 km to the north of Hazor. It is improbable that Tell Abil el-Qamh could be connected to the events described in the letter.
In addition, if the identification of Zarqu as Tell el-Fuhhār is correct, it would be difficult to see how they could form a single realm or political unit in the Late Bronze Age. The area would be divided by Hazor on the one hand and Aštartu on the other. That Hazor and Aštartu were neighboring states is suggested by Amarna letter 364, according to which Hazor had conquered three of Aštartu’s cities.​[35]​ Garu would have been divided in half, unless one assumes that all of Garu is located north of Hazor. It should further be added that the linguistic connection between Yabiluma and Abil/Abel proposed by Albright is controversial. As both ybl and ’bl refer to a waterway, he argues that the words are “ultimately related”.​[36]​ Moreover, Abel is a commonly found element in place names. At least nine other sites with Abel as part of the name have been identified in Palestine,​[37]​ which is not surprising since ’abel’ means ‘brook’. Because of the location as well as the lack of clear linguistic evidence, the identification of Yabiluma with of Tell Abil el-Qamh has to be regarded as improbable.
Haiuni is often assumed to be Khirbet-Ayūn in the southern Golan, also identified as-Ain mentioned in Num 34,11.​[38]​ Although Albright assumed that the identification is safe,​[39]​ it is difficult to see that it is based on more than an attempt to find Haiuni somewhere in the Golan. Because locations with a root meaning-spring" are very common throughout the Near East, one needs more substantial evidence for the identification than just a possible phonetic connection. One should also note that the Arabic name-Ayūn is a regular (broken) plural meaning springs. The survey of the Golan failed to find Late Bronze Age pottery at Khirbet-Ayūn,​[40]​ which makes the suggested identification improbable.
On the other hand, some scholars have suggested that Haiuni may be Tell Dibbīn in southern Lebanon less than 10 km north of Tell Abil el-Qamh.​[41]​ As Tell Dibbīn is usually identified with Biblical-Iyyon (1 Kgs 15,20.29)​[42]​ there would be a possible connection between the Biblical and the Amarna names, but the identification is burdened, as with Tell Abil el-Qamh, by the distant location from the certainly (Aštartu or Pihilu) and probably (Zarqu) identifiable sites mentioned in the Amarna letter.
According to B. Mazar, Heni-Anabi “is apparently no other than-Ein-Nàb (en-Nab) in central Golan, which was known in Roman times”,​[43]​ but this connection is not based on excavations. The survey of the Golan by Epstein and Gutman identified only Roman and Byzantine pottery,​[44]​ weakening Mazar’s suggestion. The identification seems to be based only on two partially similar  names.
Some scholars have suggested that the ancient Udumu may be the town lying under the modern Kfar Haruv and that the name may have been preserved in the Arabic name-Ein Umm el-Adam.​[45]​ The identification appears to be based only on the phonetic similarity between one part of the site’s Arabic name and Udumu. However, since-Ein Umm el-Adam is a meaningful name in Arabic (“the spring of the-good soil” or “the spring where there is soil”) and contains the word Umm, it is probable that we are dealing with an originally Arabic name.​[46]​ Since the survey of the Golan identified only Early Bronze Age pottery at the site,​[47]​ the proposed identification is improbable.
The connection between Araru and Tell-Ein el-Hariri is based on a possible phonetic similarity. However, in the Amarna letters h is usually represented by signs with h (cf. Hasura), so that one would then expect to find Hariru in the Amarna letter. Note that also the development of a to i is uncommon. In addition, Hariri is a very common proper name in Arabic, meaning ‘silky’. The survey of the Golan identified, in addition to Roman-Byzantine ruins, Late Bronze Age pottery, but without distinguishing between LB I and II.​[48]​ Consequently, the pottery could indicate habitation in the period of the Amarna correspondence, but the identification is otherwise without proof.​[49]​
Magdalu, meaning “tower” in North-West Semitic languages, is a very common name in Syria-Palestine. For example, the Tübinger Bibelatlas lists in Palestine at least ten place names with Magdal(u) as the name or Magdal(u) as part of the name of an ancient site.​[50]​ The Egyptian sources are also familiar with several sites in Syria-Palestine that were called Midgal(u)/Magdal(u).​[51]​ The names of many of these sites are preserved in Arabic so that a number of places in Syria-Palestine are called Majdal (مجدل)​[52]​ or have the word as an element (for example Majdal Shams/مجدل شمس). Most of these names go back to Aramaic, Hebrew or Canaanite, and were probably originally watchtowers.​[53]​ 
Ma‘oz suggests that Magdalu may be one of the “sites close to Mejdeliyah (behind which may be the ancient name Magdalu), such as Bjūriyye … or el-Qusayyibe.”​[54]​ He is referring to Khirbet Majdūlyā in the southern Golan.​[55]​ Since no Bronze Age pottery was identified from these sites,​[56]​ it is difficult to see the basis of Ma‘oz’s identification, except that these sites are close to a site that probably preserves an ancient name meaning tower. According to Mazar, Magdalu may be Khirbet ed-Duweir, close to the Yarmuk River.​[57]​ There is no linguistic connection and his survey failed to find any pottery older than Iron Age at the site.​[58]​ The later survey of the Golan also did not find LB II pottery (but MB II and Iron I-II are represented), which makes the identification improbable. Without a linguistic connection or evidence of habitation, it is difficult to see that Mazar’s suggestion is more than speculation. It is surprising that Mazar neglects the results of his own survey. Here already the number of different suggestions implies that we are dealing with guesses rather than identifications based on evidence.
Meštu/Mešqu has been connected with Šuqayyif/Mišarrafāwī close to the modern settlement of Ramot in the Golan, but the identification cannot be substantiated. The linguistic connection between the Arabic name of the site and the ancient name is more than unclear. It is evident that the site was a relatively large and important town in antiquity. The survey of the Golan estimated its size as 40 dunams (4 hectares). Remains of massive walls were also found in different parts of the site. However, contrary to what one would expect if the site is the Meštu/Mešqu mentioned in the Amarna letter, no LB II pottery was found by the Survey of the Golan. Since other periods, such as LB I and IA II, are represented, the suggested identification is doubtful and only based on a very shaky linguistic connection.
Many suggestions have been made for the sites mentioned in Amarna letter number 256, but besides the main cities, Aštartu and Pihilu, the locations of the other sites mentioned in the letter are disputed. The location of Zarqu may be more probable than that of the others, but even this identification can be challenged. The other identifications should be characterized as conjectural. Most of the locations cannot be substantiated on the basis of archaeological excavations or surveys that would corroborate or at least give a hint about the existence of habitation in the 14th century bce. Suggestions have been made on the basis of similar looking Arabic names, but in most cases there has been no linguistic discussion of how these names developed from the Canaanite form written in Akkadian to Arabic. There is also almost no discussion about the size or location of the settlements. In many cases, the main criteria for the identification of an ancient site have been ignored. 
It is peculiar that of all the sites that have been located in the Golan, the Survey of the Golan provided evidence for LB habitation only at Tell-Ein el-Hariri. All other sites provided evidence from many other periods, but not from the period one would expect if the identification is correct. It is puzzling why the lack of pottery has not been seen as a problem for the identifications. For example, Ma‘oz frequently refers to the survey by Epstein and Gutman,​[59]​ but ignores the pottery found from the surface of the sites and identifies the sites on the basis of shaky phonetic similarities between Arabic names and Canaanite names written in Akkadian.
Many other identifications fail to take the broader context of the Amarna correspondence into consideration. It is doubtful that the other sites mentioned in the letter could be very far from Aštartu and Pihilu. In the Late Bronze Age, Syria-Palestine was divided among smallish city-states, whose sphere of influence and interest extended to the surroundings of the main city. This excludes suggestions that are for example 100 km from Aštartu or Pihilu, such as Tell Dibbīn and Tell Abil el-Qamh. It is probable that these sites would have been in the sphere of influence and interest of Hazor. Even Damascus is closer to these sites than Pihilu. Perhaps it is not a coincidence that the best identifiable site, Zarqu, is located in the area between Aštartu and Pihilu. Considering the relatively large distance between Aštartu and Pihilu, one would expect Garu to be located in the general area between these cities. This would also explain the mutual concern over the hostility of Garu.
Acknowledging the uncertainty of the identifications, Garu may have been located in western Bashan or modern Jordan and southern Syria. One cannot exclude the possibility that parts of the southern Golan were also part of the land of Garu, but at present no site in the Golan can be reasonably or even cautiously connected with any of the cities in the letter. Moreover, Moshe Kochavi has noted that no major sites existed in the southern Golan in the MB/LB period.​[60]​ This in my view further undermines the assumption that Garu was located in the southern Golan. Combined with the fact that the identification of Garu as Geshur is largely based on the hypothetical and disputed assumption that the author accidentally omitted one syllable,​[61]​ the Amarna letter cannot be used as any kind of proof for locating Geshur in the Golan.​[62]​
Shalmaneser’s Inscription
The Assyrian king Shalmaneser III (858-824 bce) made several military campaigns to Syria. His inscriptions provide important information about the political situation in the Middle East in the latter half of the 9th century bce. Our interest lies in his campaign of the 21st year (ca. 838 bce), when he is said to have campaigned in Syria and Lebanon. The inscription​[63]​ is partly poorly preserved so that some of the locations are very uncertain. Lines 161-162 contain some clearly identifiable and well-known cities from which Shalmaneser boasts of having received tribute: Tyre, Sidon and Byblos. The beginning of line 160 is very unclear, but it must have contained a city or land that was ruled by Ba’il. This ruler is also said to have given tribute to Shalmaneser. 
Nadav Na’aman has suggested that the almost illegible location should be reconstructed to read G[i-šu(r)-r]a-a-a, thus referring to Geshur.​[64]​ Na’aman’s suggestion is purely speculative and not based on any evidence. In fact, Na’aman does not even refer to any evidence in favor of his theory. Moreover, in view of the rest of the inscription, his suggestion is even improbable. 
The problems begin already in his reconstruction. Na’aman challenges other readings of the first syllable. Instead of the ZI, as read for example by Yamada, Na’aman reads the first syllable as GI.​[65]​ The poor preservation of the inscription certainly allows alternative readings for the first syllable, especially since ZI and GI signs are very similar. Lipiński has reconstructed the text to read Simirra/Simyra (reconstructed S[i-mir-r]a-a-a), a Phoenician city on the Syrian coast,​[66]​ while Yamada assumes that the text refers to Tyre (reconstructed Z[I](?)-[x]-[r]a-a-a).​[67]​ On the other hand, Grayson leaves the syllable open, reconstructing the text x-[x x r]a(?)-a-a.​[68]​ Because of the poor preservation of this line, any suggestion must be based on the preserved parts of the inscription.
Many details in the inscription suggest that the location in question is probably in Phoenicia or close to the Phoenician coast. According to those parts that can be read indisputably, Shalmaneser departed from the land of Hatti and fought first against Damascus, conquering some of its fortified cities, of which the names of Danabu and Malaha are preserved. Although both are usually assumed to be close to Damascus, the exact location of these cities is uncertain. For example, at least seven potential locations have been suggested for Malaha.​[69]​ Many potential sites have also been suggested for Danabu, but none has been commonly accepted.​[70]​ After defeating Damascus, but evidently not conquering the capital itself, Shalmaneser subjugated Ba’il of Z/G[…]a-a-a and received his tribute. The Assyrian king also claims to have placed his royal image in the temple of Laruba, one of the fortified cities of Ba’il. Immediately after this, Shalmaneser is said to have received the tribute of the people of Tyre, Sidon and Byblos. 
Laruba is unattested in this area,​[71]​ but Yamada has suggested that one should instead read Ma-ru-ba, because Ma’rubbu is known as a city located somewhere between Sidon and Tyre.​[72]​ The confusion between LA and MA is understandable as the signs are very similar. If one accepts Yamada’s suggestion, it is evident that Ba’il was a king of a Phoenician city, possibly of Simirra or Tyre. That we are dealing with a Phoenician city is suggested by the name of the ruler, Ba’il, which is a typically Phoenician name.​[73]​ Although it is also utilized outside Phoenicia (for example in Samaria), in these cases one usually assumes Phoenician influence. 
In addition, the people of Tyre, Sidon and Byblos are said to have brought tribute to Shalmaneser, but the conquest and subjugation of these cities is not referred to in the inscription. They appear to have brought tribute voluntarily and without any military coercion. This is always possible (due to an earlier subjugation), but the tribute of the Phoenician cities seems to be more closely connected with the preceding events that describe the subjugation of Ba’il. As noted by Yamada, the events concerning Ba’il, the ruler of the disputed city, and the Phoenician cities Tyre, Sidon and Byblos, are connected with the conjunction u only.​[74]​ If one assumes that Ba’il was a ruler of Geshur in the southern Golan, then one would have to assume that the text jumps from this area without any introduction to the tribute of the Phoenicians. It should also be noted that the account of the campaign ends with a note that the king went to Musuruna, which is usually assumed to be in Phoenicia.​[75]​ If Ba’il was a king who controlled the mentioned Phoenician cities, the text would make perfect sense. If, however, Ba’il was the king of a more distant country, for example of a kingdom in the southern Golan, one would be left with many questions and problems. Consequently, it is probable that the illegible city was located on the Phoenician coast, Simirra being a good possibility. In any case, Na’aman’s suggestion seems to be highly speculative and even improbable. Theories based on reconstructed texts and assumptions that the ancient authors made a spelling mistake are always hazardous, but in this case we are dealing with a suggestion that is otherwise unattested in the known Akkadian texts and that does not find any support in the legible lines of the inscription.
Geshur in Scholarly Discussion
We have seen that there is no evidence for Geshur outside the Hebrew Bible. Shalmaneser’s inscription probably does not refer to Geshur at all and the identification of Garu of the Amarna letter with Geshur is conjectural at best. The scholar is left with the Hebrew Bible, which, as we have seen, contains only vague and insubstantial traditions about Geshur and the Geshurites. Considering the problematic nature of the Biblical stories dealing with the early monarchic period, one should be especially cautious about vague references to locations, persons and events in these stories.
Despite evident problems with the sources, Geshur has played a role in scholarly discussion and it is frequently discussed in various scholarly publications,​[76]​ encyclopedias,​[77]​ commentaries​[78]​ and histories of Israel.​[79]​ It is also marked, sometimes with accurately drawn borders, in many Bible Atlases.​[80]​ It is peculiar how systematically Geshur is placed in the southern Golan, with practically no part of it in the area of modern Jordan.​[81]​ In light of  problems with the evidence, this precision is puzzling.​[82]​ Some scholars are able to give an estimate of its size in square kilometers.​[83]​ The Geshurites are assumed to be a people with their own culture. Some scholars have even discussed what language the Geshurites spoke​[84]​ and what religion they practiced.​[85]​ Geshur is made a kingdom with a long history extending from the Late Bronze Age till the 9th century bce, when it is assumed to have merged with the rising Aramean kingdom of Damascus. In fact, the existence of such a kingdom in the 11th and 10th centuries bce has remained largely unchallenged.​[86]​ On the basis of the assumed kingdom in these centuries, one has then begun to speculate about its earlier and later history. According to Ma‘oz, “Geshur existed as a political unit in the southern Golan at least as early [as] the fourteen[th] century bce.”​[87]​ Geshur is sometimes assumed to have become a vassal state of Israel,​[88]​ but others assume that it merged with Damascus.​[89]​ Some scholars suggest that David made a peace treaty with Geshur and sealed the treaty with a marriage.​[90]​ Geshur and Maacah are assumed to have formed one kingdom.​[91]​ It is often suggested that Geshur was a federation of cities without a single ruler or capital. Some have assumed that Geshur was the name of its capital city,​[92]​ but Rami Arav has suggested that Bethsaida was the capital of Geshur.​[93]​ Also, according to Na’aman, Bethsaida “was certainly the seat of the king of Geshur.” Others claim that Laruba, mentioned in Shalmaneser’s inscription - the problems of which we have seen - was one of the strongholds of the kingdom. Tel Hadar is also mentioned as a Geshurite stronghold.​[94]​ It is apparent that the evidence is overstretched and most of the above-presented suggestions are pure speculation.
Conclusion
The Hebrew Bible contains some vestiges of traditions about Geshur, but we know basically nothing substantial about the area, the political unit, the people or their culture. We do not even know whether there was a people who called themselves Geshurites and, if so, whether they spoke a Semitic or some other language. The Hebrew Bible refers to many groups of people, Hivvites, Girgashites and Perizzites, whose identity and existence is similarly debatable. 
This is not to say that the Biblical references to Geshur are completely meaningless. They suggest that Geshur is an ancient name, and there is no reason to assume that the name was invented by the Biblical authors. The existence of two independent traditions about Geshur suggests that the traditions are ancient. This may not be very much, however, at least not in view of what has been written about Geshur in many scholarly publications. In the end we do not have more evidence about Geshur than that it seems to be connected to an early monarchic period and to the approximate area of the Golan. No cities or towns are mentioned in connection with any of these references. Geshur may or may not have been politically united at some point, but we do not know when and how, and we no not know what the extent of this possible kingdom was. The often definitive borders of Geshur that many scholars have drawn are more or less arbitrary and based on idealistic and anachronistic Biblical descriptions, especially in Jos 12-13.
The Absalom-tradition of Geshur suggests that there was a king of Geshur, but it is not specified whether a city(-state) or a larger area was meant. Unlike the Golan tradition of Geshur, the Absalom tradition does not specifically connect Geshur with the Golan. The only reference to location is in 2 Sam 15,8, where Geshur is said to be in Aram. The information provided in the texts of the Absalom-tradition is limited. Behind this may  only be a tradition that Maacah, Absalom’s mother and David’s wife, was the daughter of the king of Geshur in Aram.
The ‘creation’ of the kingdom of Geshur in scholarship is a good example of how vague Biblical references swell to a kingdom of Geshur with a history and clearly definable borders. Extra-Biblical sources have been used to corroborate conceptions about the history rising from the Biblical texts. This use of external evidence to support vague Biblical references is in the worst cases Biblicism, where the main function of other Near Eastern sources is to serve Biblical texts. Any source that may support the Biblical evidence is interpreted in a way that would seem to give support to information provided in the Hebrew Bible. Instead, each source should be able to speak for itself.
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